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INSTITUTE BRIEF

School Choice in America and Iowa: The Time for Change is Now
by Stephen M. King, Ph.D.

Statistics abound that show American K-12 government-schooled students are falling behind in the basics: reading, writ-
ing, mathematics, and science. According to the 2006 Program for International Student Assessment, U.S. 15-year-olds 
scored below average in science and math.1 

Further, a recent Heritage Foundation report provided performance scores from U.S. high schools, based on the U.S. 
Department of Education’s (DOE) National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) data. The results are disappoint-
ing. Thirty-nine percent of American 12th graders scored “below basic” on the 2005 NAEP math exam; 47 percent of 12th 
graders cannot demonstrate “an adequate understanding of important events in American history;” and only 66 percent of 
12th grade students scored “basic” or above on the 2006 NAEP civics exam.2 

The American Legislative Exchange Council’s 2007 report also found some disturbing performance-based results. Nearly 
70 percent of government school eighth-graders who took the NAEP test performed below the standard proficiency level. 
Of 25 states where students took the ACT exam, only four — Iowa, Minnesota, Nebraska, and Wisconsin — had average 
scores of 22 or better (out of a possible 36). Average SAT scores for all high-school test-takers have declined an average 
2.1 percent since 1972.3

Education is still mostly a government service that is largely funded at the state (46.9 percent) and local (44.0 percent) lev-
els, with national government spending coming in at around 9 percent.4 National government spending equals about $71 
billion, with the DOE spending almost $40 billion on K-12 programs.5 However, the trend for national government spend-
ing has exponentially increased, going from $30 billion in 1985 to $71 billion in 2007, or a 138 percent increase (adjusted 
for inflation), which equals approximately $971 per student in 2007 real dollars, a dramatic increase from $343 per student 
in 1970.6 Poor performance in secondary school often leads to low graduation rates and a decrease in college admissions. 
For example, only 68 percent of ninth graders graduate high school on time. Of this number, only approximately 40 per-
cent enroll in college.7 How can these numbers be improved?

The introduction of school choice — defined as a policy that improves access to alternatives to the assigned government 
school8 — whether it is vouchers, tuition tax credits, charter schools, or other means, has contributed to a dramatic in-
crease in student performance and parental satisfaction. In many New York City charter schools, for example, students in 
grades 3-8 scored far higher on state reading and math tests than comparable students in traditional government schools.9 

State and local interest in school choice is rampant. State legislative leaders on both sides of the aisle10 are pushing for 
some type of school choice, whether it is vouchers, charter schools, or, more recently, tax credits for both individual tu-
ition expenses and individual and corporate contributions to scholarship organizations.11 

Despite the empirical findings that demonstrate choice works,12 competition is good for the education market,13 and that 
more and more parents and students accept choice as a viable and realistic option,14 opposition continues. The largely lib-
eral academic community,15 the predominantly anti-choice teacher unions (National Education Association and the Ameri-
can Federation of Teachers), and the state educational bureaucracy establishment are generally opposed to market-based 
methods of school choice, arguing that it interferes with professional educational service delivery goals and methods, and 
encourages migration of students to non-government school environments. Where does Iowa fit in all of this?

Iowa’s K-12 government school system is organized according to local school districts (362). It is comprised of over 
1,500 individual schools housing over 480,000 government-school students and has a student to teacher ratio of 13 to 1. 
Iowa boasts over 35,000 accredited teachers and spends nearly $8,500 per student.16 Iowa consistently ranks near the top 
in several statistical categories: average ACT and SAT scores, NAEP results compared to the national average, teacher 
certification regulations, teacher pay, provision of Advanced Placement (AP) courses, and high AP test scores compared to 
private school students. The state will institute a state-defined Core Curriculum for both public and accredited non-public 
schools beginning 2008.17 
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Iowa does fall short in some areas. Twenty-two percent of Iowa student test-takers only took the minimum core math 
courses: Algebra I, II, and Geometry. Of that group, only 25 percent are considered “college ready.” There is a large 
achievement gap between racial and ethnic student groups in Iowa, The average ACT for Asian-Americans is 22.7, for 
whites is 22.5, for Hispanics is 20.1, for American Indians is 20.9, and for African-Americans it is 17.8.18 And, according 
to a panel of Iowa business leaders, Iowa government high school students do not have the skill sets necessary to compete 
in the global economic market.19

Is school choice available in Iowa? Yes and no. Iowa does have an open-enrollment law that provides government-
schooled, private-schooled, and home-schooled students the opportunity to participate in classes and extracurricular activi-
ties at state expense. The Open Enrollment Act of 1990 states in part, “It is the goal of the General Assembly to permit a 
wide range of education choices for children enrolled in schools in this state and to maximize ability to use those…” As of 
2006-2007, more than 24,000 Iowa students were dual-enrolled. This is a 25 percent increase from 2001-2002.20

In 2003, former Governor Tom Vilsack signed Iowa’s charter school legislation (SF 348) into law. The legislation pro-
vided for up to 10 charter schools, contingent upon the state receiving federal start-up money. During the 2006 legislative 
session the cap was raised to 20, but state funding was not included. All funding for charter schools and their operation is 
limited to national government funding.21 As of the 2007-2008 school year, there are nine charter schools.22 

In 2006 Iowa passed the Educational Opportunities Act that provided a tax credit equal to 65 percent of  charitable con-
tributions, whether cash or non-cash, made in the same tax year, subject to the total value of the organization’s tax credit 
certificates. The contributions would be designated to go to specified Scholarship Tuition Organizations (STOs). The 
maximum amount allowed in 2006 was $2.5 million. It was raised to $5 million in 2007 and increased once again to $7.5 
million in 2008.23

On the surface, then, Iowa seems to be open to school choice. However, the Center for Education Reform (CER) ranks 
Iowa’s charter school law, for example, second to last in the nation. The low ranking is largely due to the fact that only 
Local Education Agencies (LEAs), or local school boards, can authorize a new start-up. Also, Iowa relinquishes little 
state and local government control over the formation and operation of charter schools, particularly in terms of regulatory 
oversight. And further, Iowa’s tuition tax credit plan has extremely low maximums and does not match dollar for dollar 
contributions. Although there is some hope for “real” school choice in Iowa, the prospects are dim.
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